50                            THE    SCENE    CHANGES
The rats had been a trouble to the sugar planters, and in an evil
moment a few pairs of mongoose were imported and turned loose.
They had already become a plague, like so many other rash acclimatisa-
tions. Having killed off the rats, they attacked the henroosts; then
they took to the mangroves and killed the shell-fish, and finally they
attacked the sugar-cane itself. They multiplied amazingly and defied
all efforts at extirpation.
When I was relieved at Rewa I was ordered to take over the work
of the Magistrate of the Lau province, who had gone to England
for a year's leave. The Lau province brought me into touch with a
new race. The islands consist of a chain stretched along the eastern
boundary of the Fiji group as if they had been set as a breakwater
against tie heavy seas of the south-east trade wind. Being half-way on
the road to Tonga, they have for generations been receiving Tongan
immigrants, who intermarried with the half-Melanesian population
of Fiji and left a strong Polynesian strain in the blood. The people
spoke Fijian with a number of Tongan words, and many of them
left behind by the Tongan conqueror, Maafu, spoke pure Tongan,
It was a great opportunity for learning the Tongan language, and I
set to work with a will, not knowing how soon I might be able to
turn it to account
The natives are amphibian. I thought I was a strong swimmer
myself until I went to the islands. I thought that I could beat some
of them at swimming and diving, but I had an experience in Loma-
loma which will last me all my life. Mafi, my venerable native
colleague, an old Tongan chief, invited me to a fishing picnic in a
coral lagoon a little to the south of the village. We went in a big open
boat with Mafi's womenkind and a bevy of laughing girls who were
quite prim and demure under ordinary circumstances, especially on
Sundays, but this was not Sunday.
We anchored the boat in mid-lagoon, and the ladies went over-
board head first and stayed interminable minutes at the bottom of
the ocean; then they came up like seals and disgorged the contents
of their baskets, which were filled with unprepossessing-looking
molluscs, from which you squeezed a hard red gelatinous core and
devoured it raw. It was a great delicacy in Tonga. Then the young
ladies began to twit me with lack of enterprise. Why did I not go
down with them and gather shells? In an evil moment I boasted